T HIS REPORT can only be of a very subjective nature. For instance, the patristic data of innumerable past publications or hundreds of forgotten meetings, if compiled by some electronic machine, would be mute about their significance. To recapitulate patristics since 1940, one must have participated in one of the most spectacular achievements of 20th-century Christian theology. Clearly, therefore, the authors, books, articles, and events recalled in this essay imply no deliberate evaluation of any sort; they derive only from my momentary attention to the matter. Written anew after a week or month, these same pages could be filled with as many different names and titles. "These dissertations, publications, collections of essays, and articles are more numerous than ever. It is like a tide coming in again and again. There is even something startling in such a symptom of our culture. The specialized expert him/herself becomes unable to watch over the field," lamented T. Van Bavel in 1963, when limiting his survey exclusively to the field of Augustinian studies.
1
For one single decade his bibliography counted 5502 entries. Granted that a third of them were cross references, the total amount of new literature on Augustine was still ranging over 2000 titles between 1950 and 1960. On the broadest level of patristics at large, the publications would then be ten times more numerous.
"Mesure et démesure de la patristique" was the theme of the inaugural lecture delivered by André Mandouze, September 21,1959 , at the Third International Conference on Patristic Studies, held at Christ Church, Oxford.
2 Mandouze emphasized the multiple meanings of "patristics," a collective term including, as he saw it, a huge variety of disciplines, e.g. philology, theology, biblical studies, Semitic languages, history, law, philosophy, spirituality, hagiography, Gnostic studies. He stressed the rapid progress in current patristic research within the international community of scholars-a community comprised of both men and women, many of a young age, from all sorts of religious traditions. Mandouze's caveat still makes sense today: "Patristics will hardly die addressed a strictly Roman Catholic constituency, TS gradually opened its boundaries and diversified its contributors. It adopted the more secular and ecumenical style of thought proper to the post-Vatican II era. Patristic contributions in TS illustrate very well, I suggest, the paradoxical status of patrology as such in the United States.
In With these sorts of essays patristics keeps a rather low profile as an ancillary discipline apparently confiscated by clerics and serving only for the defense and illustration of the hierarchical and sacramental institutions of Roman Catholicism. It should be noted immediately that these essays are by no means exclusive or prevalent. They may nevertheless signal the persistence of some old-fashioned notion of confessional patristics, still witnessing here a biased propensity to study the Christian traditions without any reference to their scriptural foundations. The opposite bias, on the Protestant side, reveals an attempt to elaborate vast programs of biblical studies with a complete lack of interest for the traditional reception of Scripture in the Church.
5
Thus the American patristic scene, sketched almost in caricature, still seems overladen by confessional ideologies which remain more alive in 5 Interpretation: A Journal of Bible and Theology started in 1947 with a programmatic article by H. H. Rowley which included a stern statement about allegory: "That the allegorical principle long held the field in Christian circles is undeniablyHrue, and so far as the Song of Songs is concerned it persisted until modern times. But this does not justify its extravagance or entitle us to substitute fancy and ingenuity for rational exegesis" (5). That was the last word in Interpretation until 1989 about the actual reception of Scripture in the Church at large. Without any reference to the tradition lying behind our present theories on how to use the Bible, hermeneutical methods and approaches were discussed, such as structuralism, narrative theology, literary analysis, and, more recently, feminism. "A bi-weekly journal of Christian opinion" like Christianity and Crisis shows a complete lack of interest in the Christian past as such and the relevance of the Bible therein, whereas the deepest "crisis" of Christianity seems to focus precisely on the ideological knots which bound its past and its Bible. From another perspective, however, the paradoxical status of patrology in the U.S. becomes clear for the reader of TS thanks to the remarkable effort of its present editor. As early as 1950, W. J. Burghardt opened the first issue of TS with an article entitled "Did Saint Ignatius of Antioch Know the Fourth Gospel?" Primarily, the essay reviewed some main trends of Ignatian studies. But it is not until 1950 that Burghardt appears as a perspicuous observer of the lively development of patristics in Europe. His collection of critical bulletins, under the rubric "Current Theology," constitutes the best source of information on European patristics available in this country. Substantial notes "On Early Christian Exegesis" and on "Current Patristic Projects" in 1950, as well as the series entitled "The Literature of Christian Antiquity" in 1956, 1960, 1963, 1972, 1976, 1980, and 1984 The gap seems obvious between such a considered openness to Continental patristics and a relative lack of patristic creativity in the U.S. itself. A strong perception of the promises linked with the study of the Fathers, such as the possibility of reaching a better Christian selfunderstanding, did not lead in this country to new patristic openings inside the major theological institutions. Nor did the investment secured by buying the recent European collections of patristic sources entail a broader study of the Fathers, e.g. on a college level. In fact, the academic category "Early Church" remained unchanged in its narrowness, bound with the study of the New Testament. It is the lasting merit of TS, and of one or two other journals like TS, to have informed their readership about the patristic renewal in Europe since the 40s.
Such individual initiatives alone could not convert the American scene to the basic motivations that led to such a renewal in Europe. If my analysis is correct, TS invites us to evaluate more precisely the differentiated status of patrology in this country and in Europe. A patristic Cinderella-complex on this side of the Atlantic would be trivial and unproductive. It is true that the popularity of medieval studies in academic circles all over North America is impressive on the threshold of the 90s, particularly when compared to the rarity of centers of patristic research. Nevertheless, a creative reaction to European patristics seems possible and appropriate. A comprehensive statement explicating the historical and social background against which European patristics flourished since 1940 may prove enlightening in the search for this genuinely American response. Among many other computerized projects announced these days, there are the publications of the Centre de Traitement Electronique des Documents, directed by P. Tombeur at the Catholic University of Louvain (Louvain-la-Neuve). In the framework of a Thesaurus patrum htinorum still in preparation (over 30 fascicles published), the Thesaurus s. Gregorii magni on microcards has been published. 40 In the preface Tombeur informs us that "with a few rare exceptions all the volumes of the Corpus christianorum, series latina, have already been computerized" (vii). Another promising enterprise is the Banque d'informations bibliographiques patristiques, under the direction of Michel Roberge at Laval University in Quebec. It is hoped that this bibliographical databank will be operational in the near future through computer networks all over the world.
The afore-mentioned regular reports by W. J. Burghardt in TS offer a complete survey of such instrumenta studwrum and of many others which have been advertised at the patristic conference held every four years in Oxford since 1951. These reports should free me from an endless and tedious listing of publications. I shall nevertheless pay explicit tribute to a few works, either because they are outstanding or more simply because they call for such attention from the shelves of my study. G. W. H. Lampe's A Patristic Greek Lexicon, published in fascicles before being printed as a hard-bound volume, 41 was first entertained as a project in 1906 and was completed later under the editorship of F. L. Cross. Initially conceived as a companion to Liddell-Scott-James, A Greek-English Lexicon, it developed into a fabulous encyclopedia, covering all forms of Christian linguistic usages in the Greek-speaking world to the time of Maximus Confessor. It is a lexical summa that will remain unchallenged in print for many generations.
Noteworthy also is the Prosopographie chrétienne du Bas-Empire, The last decade of the century may hold its own surprises for patristics in particular and for the Western world in general. Nevertheless, the delay of the next ten years seems negligible for someone bold enough to compare the status of patristic scholars at the start of the present millennium with their probable status in 2001. Around the year 1000, patristic sources constituted the only access to culture as such. In copying them and in learning them by heart in the monasteries of the Mediterranean world and of Northern Europe, young students and old masters were discovering a fragmentary but essential vision of classical and Christian antiquity. They were taught by these sources, and by them alone, the elementary grammar of educated language, the basic rules of logic, and also how to pray and to understand Scripture. The 11th-century lack of a historical sensitivity gave way to a univocal and uncritical way of absorbing the patristic heritage.
At least until Abelard, and for a long time after him, no one among those monastic and clerical generations of readers would have questioned the opinions, or "sentences," of the Fathers. They were not "patrologists" in the modern sense, but they immersed themselves in the patristic past. From Peter Lombard on, the sententiae became a matter of scholastic inquiries. All through the medieval era the Fathers prevailed with a canonical authority, even when thoroughly discussed in accordance with current church life, mainly in the classrooms of the newly founded colleges of arts and letters. Patristics as a proper discipline developed out of the Reformation period, when theological training began to establish itself as an academic business cut off from the church community at large. The last half century in patristic studies is the result of such a long-lasting evolution. The pluralistic nature of culture, which surfaces all over the planet, beyond the times of a Eurocentered modernity, has been well described in Salman Rushdie's bluntly prophetic novel The Satanic Verses. In a perturbed world which understands itself more in reference to reincarnation myths than to established traditions grounded in sacred books, the basic Christian questions should be: What has the Bible, as appropriated by the Church, meant for the history and the social self-understanding of generations of believers? Which kinds of cultural and reli-gious traditions were produced by Christians in reference to the Bible? Which tensions were constantly stressed and reabsorbed inside Christian communities between Scripture and dogma, exegesis and theology?
A "spiritual" interpretation of the Bible that would nourish vital dynamisms in postmodern Christianity should by no means be dreamed of as a return to the contemplative allegories of a thousand years ago. Spirituality after WW II, after Auschwitz and the nuclear terror, on a planet exposed today to fatal forms of pollution, imposes quite another sort of Bible reading. The true Christian spirituality of the future cannot avoid facing atheistic and materialistic convictions proper to postmodern times, nor can it escape today the pluricultural encounter, in any large city on earth, with Eastern gnostic ways of life. Christian identity is already engaged in a quest for a new cultural consensus, alien to the familiar comforts of Eurocentered ideologies. The confessional divisions between churches of the past, as well as the ecclesiastical categories of clergy/ministers and lay people as inherited from the classical tradition of Christianity, seem increasingly irrelevant in the context of the present world-wide quest.
On the contrary, the need to retrieve classical Christianity in its historical foundations becomes more and more insistent. The "Fathers" of past patristics are going to be recognized as the privileged witnesses of a cultural and religious tradition that needs to affirm itself in a world no longer linked at all with their world. They will teach the powerful perception in Christian terms of biblical truths out of the European continuities in religion and culture. As the only sources that allow us to understand what really happens to Christianity when it adjusts to a new cultural cosmos, the message of the "Fathers" will become meaningful in new ways.
